Introduction
From a geographical point of view, the Netherlands belongs to the smaller European states. Though small in size, it contains a considerable degree of cultural, historical, political and religious variation. Over the years, this variety has been an essential attribute of Dutch society and has to a large extent determined its political-administrative institutional design. Finding an acceptable equilibrium between unity and decentralization has influenced political administrative history from the Burgundian times till the present day. With the founding of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in the aftermath of the Congress of Vienna, a decentralized unitary state structure was introduced with the Constitution of 1815. This structure encompassed a considerable degree of autonomy and self-government for the various government levels within the framework of the unitary state. The importance attached to self-government is related to the view that decentralized government should be a vehicle for societal self-expression at all levels of the state. For our purposes it is important to note that autonomy and self-government also pertained to personnel management decisions and regulations regarding civil servants. answer to what is expected of (senior) civil servants in terms of expertise, experience, attitude etc. -in short, the content of merit. How to shape and organize personnel tasks have thus been core issues in Dutch public administration and administrative thought. This involves a modification of personnel management policies and practices but also of requirements that are considered necessary for civil servants to operate in an appropriate way in these new conditions.3 It thus also relates to the changing content of merit principles applied within Dutch civil service systems. In this contribution we will put emphasis on senior civil servants although in Dutch civil service regulations, such a category has not been well defined before the 1990s. Before dealing with this question in the following sections, it is good to briefly elaborate on the use of history for the study of public administration and the need for historical comparison when evaluating current questions. The use of history for the study of public administration has been widely discussed in recent decades. 4 The study of public administration benefits from historical research because the latter has »at its core the insight that a phenomenon can only be studied holistically, precisely because of its contingent qualities in time and space«. 5 Similarly, an historical approach is thought to be useful because it helps to show limits and possibilities of generalization in understanding and explaining long-term social processes. This means that »for a proper understanding of contemporary structures and relations in public administration a geographical and historical setting is of great importance [...] . Without knowledge of the geographical and historical context, we are not able to assess neither the uniqueness nor the comparability of societal phenomena«. 6 Administrative history thus provides a long-term perspective that can reveal »the fundamental dynamics of state building«. 7 Naturally this applies to the study of civil service sys- in the service of the state in a given territory 13 . Crucial for our purposes is that civil service systems refer to the mobilization of human resources and thus pertain to such elements as the recruitment, promotion, deployment and career development of public officials. Deployment within a civil service system involves the position of civil servants within a public organization according to the needs and requirements of that particular government.
The concept of merit is crucial to this.
In administrative sciences and administrative history, century. 18 Levels of earnings remained the same between 1828 and 1864. 19 The main argument for keeping salaries at a relatively low level was that theses salaries were com- 
The consequences of the changing decentralized unitary state on civil service systems in the era of the Enabling State
Since the middle of the 1980s, a slow but certain change the areas where public authority is exercised, where a regulatory and supervising role is needed, a system responsibility is at hand and where it is operating as a societal facilitator. In the next section we will have look at what this implies for the legal status of civil servants.
Another implication is the idea that a ›new‹ civil servant is needed to be suitable in a ›new‹ kind of public administration. 35 Personnel cutbacks over the last decades and a limited new intake of staff have caused imbalance between the actual and the required qualities within the civil service system. To end on a negative note: retraining is needed but cutbacks on training budgets in the last decade make things quite difficult.
The changing legal position of civil servants and the need for recruiting professional civil servants
The expanding public service and the increasing demand for specialist and professional personnel had as a side effect a legislative push for a legally better protected service. 36 During the 19th and early 20th centuries, the legal position of civil servants within the system of government was relatively weak given the absence of a legal framework. 37 Thorbecke had already argued in 1848 that it was necessary to enshrine the position of civil servants in public law. Only much later, in 1929, was such an act enacted by parliament. Because of the need to attract skilled personnel, some social and protective measures were issued, starting with pensions and widow assistance schemes later in the 19 th century. 38 As a result of efforts and pressure from within the civil service, assisted by legal experts like Krabbe with his influential dissertation (1883) 39 and a state committee 40 , a Civil Service Act (CSA) was adopted in 1929. this new enabling role of the state (see figure 1 ). This implies that civil servants are recruited and trained for executing the classical law-and-order tasks and the Enabling State tasks mentioned above. 33 The role of citizens and society is thus increasingly being emphasized with a supportive role for civil servants. Fewer and fewer civil servants are involved in the direct provision of welfare and production tasks, and more in facilitating or coordinating public service delivery. 34 The exception 
